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Although disruption of order is common in many post-conflict societies, the security 

apparatus that are capable of deterring and responding to crime and violence rarely exist. 

To restore order and stability, the United Nations, donor countries and other aid agencies 

have assisted post-conflict states in building capacity of the security institutions through 

security sector reform (SSR). However, while focusing overtly on the so-called ‘train and 

equip’ aspect of the reforms, the international community, despite the importance, has paid 

far less attention to reinforcing security sector governance (SSG), in which the public holds 

the security institutions accountable through monitoring their policies and operations. This 

column unpacks the concept of SSG and explores important roles parliament and civil 

society play in democratic oversight of the security sector. 

 

SSG and Democratic Oversight 

 

Governance is a structure that exercises authority over operation, management and 

decision-making of an entity. Applying this concept to a government, it can be an 

overarching structure that manages internal and foreign affairs, decision-making on public 

policies, and implementation of the policies. Every government is encouraged to make 

continuous efforts to improve governance to provide the citizens a quality life. What are the 

principles of good governance then? A resolution adopted by the UN Commission on Human 
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Rights in 2000 recognized transparency, accountability, participation and responsiveness as 

the conditions of good governance,1 all of which are crucial for SSG, together with rule of 

law, effectiveness and efficiency.2 

 

A number of issues can emerge if SSG is absent or fragile. For instance, the security 

apparatus can be privatized and exploited by political elites for their own protection and 

benefits.3 Politicized security institutions can not only abandon to protect life and rights of 

the citizens, but can also violate the rule of law and commit human rights abuses to defend 

the regime. Without effective oversight in place, institutional transparency and 

accountability over decision-making, management of personnel and budget and 

procurement process would be undermined, and corrupt practices prevail and persist. While 

a few elites accumulate power and benefit, other lower rank personnel working at the 

frontline are impoverished and difficult to maintain discipline, which can result in decreasing 

quality of security service.4 Many post-conflict states have more or less experienced these 

issues. 

 

To improve SSG, each security institution should strengthen internal oversight mechanism 

by, for instance, creating a section dedicated to monitor and punish corruption and 

misbehavior of personnel and introducing the codes of conduct that are based on democratic 

values.5 What this column intends to stress, however, is that the citizens, as the primary 

recipients of public security services, have the rights to provide oversight for the operation 

and management of the security sector. In many democratic states, parliament and civil 

society often play the oversight roles, which is known as democratic oversight. 

 

Under democratic oversight, various actors can be part of discussions on the security sector, 

increasing civic participation and transparency and accountability of the sector.6  Also, 

corruption and human rights violations by security personnel and politicization of the 

security apparatus can be prevented through close monitoring by the public. As democratic 

values are embedded within the security institutions, they would gradually be transformed 

into entities that respond to citizens’ security needs effectively and efficiently, while 

respecting the rule of law and human rights. Increased legitimacy of the security sector will 

help restore public confidence with the government. Exercising effective control over the 
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security sector through strengthening democratic oversight is essential to achieve good SSG, 

which is one of the most important goals of SSR.7 

 

The Functions of Parliament in Democratic Oversight 

 

In democratic oversight, parliament plays crucial roles, though modalities, approaches and 

interpretations can vary among democratic states. The following section sheds light on 

parliament’s three typical functions, namely 1) legislative functions, 2) oversight functions 

and 3) budgetary functions. 

 

(1) Legislative Functions 

At parliament, bills that govern and control operation and management of the security 

institutions are deliberated before enactment and implementation. Parliament also monitors 

and reviews effectiveness of existing laws, or drafts new bills from scratch to meet emerging 

citizens’ security needs and changing context.8 In that process, it is important to ensure 

that the laws specify the mandate, organization and functions of the security institutions 

and guarantee their accountability and transparency.9 From the democratic point of view, 

the laws should clearly state the obligations of the security institutions to respect the rule 

of law, human rights and the principle of political supremacy, where the security sector is 

the subject of democratic control by the government and parliament. 

 

(2) Oversight Functions 

Parliament monitors operation and management of the security institutions in terms of 

compliance of the laws and regulations, investigates the cases of violations and holds the 

government accountable.10 By scrutinizing government’s engagement in the security sector, 

parliament can also prevent politicization of the security sector.11 One of the places where 

parliamentary oversight can effectively be exercised is a committee. In many democracies, 

parliamentary committees are set up for respective policy field, where parliamentarians 

deliberate issues and challenges on each field with government officials and hold them 

accountable for their responses.12 At a committee that deals with defense and security 

matters, parliament can hold the security institutions accountable and contribute to 

improving transparency of the sector in the eyes of the public. 
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A defense and security committee can demand the executive to disclose internal documents 

related to the security sector.13  If additional explanation is needed, the committee has 

power to summon officials of relevant ministries and security institutions into hearings 

where further deliberation and investigation are undertaken. Experts from universities and 

NGOs can also be invited to hearings to present their perspectives on neutral ground.14 The 

committee reports findings of the deliberations to the plenary and can publish parts of the 

reports, aiming to stimulate public debate and action.15 Types of committee vary among 

democratic states, ranging from a permanent committee to an ad hoc committee, which 

can be set up to deliberate and investigate specific laws or policy issues.16 Parliament can 

also exercise its oversight functions over government’s security policies and decisions 

through approving government decision to participate in wars and overseas deployment of 

the military. 

 

(3) Budgetary Functions 

Considering that significant amount of national budget is allocated to the security sector, 

parliament also monitors the propriety of the draft budget for the sector and effective and 

efficient implementation of the budget. A clear difference between the oversight functions 

and the budgetary functions is that parliament can directly influence the budget by 

disapproving the draft budget and requiring the government to amend it before the final 

approval. 17  Some democratic parliaments not only monitor and investigate into the 

implementation of the budget, but also commission external auditors to conduct additional 

evaluation of the financial state of each security institution.18 

 

Challenges of Parliamentary Functions 

 

Parliamentary functions often face the following challenges. First, access to information of 

the security sector is sometimes limited due to confidentiality. For parliamentary oversight 

to be effective, access to internal information of the sector is critical, with which parliament 

can hold the government accountable. However, since information such as “war plans, 

public safety plans for pursuing and prosecuting criminals, and much of the work of 

intelligence services” must remain confidential, the government cannot always satisfy 
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parliament’s request for disclosure.19 To alleviate the dilemma between confidentiality and 

accountability and transparency, some democratic parliaments hold closed hearings to 

discuss classified information,20 while other parliaments enact the law that stipulates the 

procedures for specialized committees to access to classified information.21 Nonetheless, it 

remains the case that the need for confidentiality is a barrier for accountability and 

transparency. 

 

Second, parliamentary committees are often severely understaffed. Committee staff are 

commonly mandated to carry out a wide range of tasks, including planning meetings, 

communicating with government counterparts and outside experts, collecting and analyzing 

information, and administrative work.22 Because the heavy workload is often shared by the 

minimum number of staff, they cannot spend sufficient time analyzing policies and 

operations of the security institutions, which is in fact one of their most important tasks for 

effective parliamentary oversight. Ironically, the committees often end up depending largely 

on information provided by the government or security institutions, the very subjects the 

committee should provide oversight for. To enhance capacity to collect and analyze 

information, the committees should request parliament to increase budget for committee 

activities and hire more staff to this end. Utilizing experts from universities, think tanks and 

NGOs is also encouraged as it contributes to increasing civic participation and inclusiveness 

in oversight of the security sector. 

 

The third issue is parliamentarians’ lack of political will. Some parliamentarians who belong 

to the ruling party are unwilling to hold the government where their colleagues are 

represented accountable in a critical manner.23 Some of them also believe that working on 

issues that the majority of citizens is interested in, such as welfare, employment, or the 

price of daily commodities would help them attract constituents’ attention instead of defense 

and security matters. Without political will of parliamentarians, parliamentary oversight 

would not work. Committees in some democracies are required to include parliamentarians 

from the opposition parties to maintain committees’ neutrality and transparency.24 In any 

case, it is imperative that each parliamentarian have a strong political will to provide 

oversight for the government and the security sector on behalf of the public. 
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The Roles of Civil Society in Democratic Oversight 

 

Civil society also plays vital roles in democratic oversight of the security sector. Civil society 

organizations (CSOs) such as NGOs, media, universities, and think tanks are better 

positioned than parliament to represent and bring the voices of grassroot level citizens and, 

in particular, vulnerable populations to the attention of policymakers.25  CSOs not only 

monitor policies and operations of the security institutions from the citizens’ perspectives, 

but also support parliamentary oversight by providing the committees expertise and 

undertaking independent investigation into cases of human rights violations by the security 

forces.26 Since CSOs are independent from politics, they enjoy higher public confidence, 

which is one of their unique strengths.27 CSOs are thus crucial to strengthen democratic 

oversight of the security sector by expanding civic participation. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This column discusses the concept of SSG and the roles of parliament and civil society in 

democratic oversight as a means to attain good SSG. The security apparatus such as the 

military and police are granted to use armed forces and could be a potential threat to the 

citizens, if not properly monitored and controlled. Through their unique oversight functions, 

parliament and civil society check legal framework of the security sector, compliance of the 

rule of law and human rights, propriety in management and operation as well as effective 

and efficient implementation of the budget. Establishing and maintaining good SSG would 

be an enormous challenge not just for post-conflict states, but also for matured democratic 

states unless effectively functioning democratic oversight is in place. It is imperative that 

parliament, civil society, and each citizen have a sense of responsibility to keep an eye on 

the security sector, which is the indisputable essence of democratic oversight.
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